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Over the previous two centuries, education has been central to the development of the consumer co-operative movement in Britain. Yet it remains a paradox that, despite considerable depth and achievements, co-operative education has not received significant attention, either in studies of education or of co-operation. Education within labour and social movements remains an under-researched area and this is partic ular! y true of co-operation. 1 Where it has been addressed, co-operative education has been commonly viewed as contributing to the growth of adult education and mainstream compulsory education. Its distinctive features have been downplayed -not only practices and structures but also the impulses and sensibilities that marked out a co-operative educational idiom. For example, Brian Simon's four-volume history of education touched upon educational aspects of the co-operative movement which, in the long run, were presented as feeding into growing demands for common schooling. This account was valuable but tended to sweep the movement up into more general trends and paid little attention to specifically co-operative ideals and practices. 2 The unique contributions of co-operatives, along with other examples of private working-class education, 3 could easily be lost in such overviews.
The tendency to impose wider educational and social lenses upon co-operative learning has been resilient. At the time of the second reform act in 1867, the very existence of the movement testified to the 'improvement' of the working class and showed that social and educa tional advance was indeed possible, a belief which bolstered the case for growing state involvement in education. 4 Over half a century later in 1919, the Report of the Ministry of Reconstruction Adult Education Committee noted the co-operative movement as one of a number of nineteenth-century educational precursors; these were portrayed as the beginnings of a bigger project to be taken forward by other bodies.
Preparing the field of education for cultivation by the state was indeed a persistent theme: in addressing co-operators in 1912, R.H. Ta wney argued that their 'special responsibility' now lay with higher education, to act 'as pioneers in building up those parts ... which the State has left almost untouched'.5 In the long run, however, these creative processes of state formation would serve to constrict the extension of voluntary co-operative activity.
The marginalisation of co-operative education has also resulted from the way in which 'education' has been narrowly conceived as structured and directed learning. This perception has often been repli cated within the movement itself where education commonly played second fiddle to more important economic and political developments.
As a result, historians of the consumer movement have tended to isolate education from other activities. 6 To begin the process of recognising and assessing co-operative education, we must be alert to the fact that it is possible to identify a wide diversity of practices which fostered change through individual and mutual learning, from the establishment of the Co-operative College, the provision of libraries and newspapers, to the more diffuse areas of informal learning, socialisation and participation by members as well as vocational training for employees. In doing this we can draw upon recent important reappraisals which have placed co-operation within a broader cultural and social setting. 7 As a movement which incubated social transformation, co-operation nurtured particular cultural understandings for much of its history, many of which cannot easily be encapsulated as 'education'. This paper will focus upon some of the meanings, practices and tensions surrounding co-operative learning in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It offers an indicative overview which blends thematic and chronological approaches. Archival records, including journals, press, reports and autobiographies, form the basis for this study. 8 
'Something tangible' -beginnings
The early nineteenth century witnessed a diverse array of experiments in working-class emancipation. Many co-operative societies grew out of a milieu in which education and learning were inextricably linked to a range of collective self-help initiatives. There were considerable continuities between the early Owenite movements, the co-operatives which briefly flourished from the late 1820s, and the later co-operative movement.9 Dr John Watts, an Owenite, noted that the later co-operative stores and manufactories from 1844-60, 'originated amongst men who were formerly communists of the school of Robert Owen -who, undaunted by many failures, have retained their faith in the Co-operative principle, until they have achieved success' .10 Watts accurately identified a sense of determination to develop avenues of self-help through the most available means to hand. In this way, learning from experience was inscribed into the early achievements of the movement.11
Mutuality rapidly became a significant working-class organisational form from the mid-nineteenth century when shared impulses and tendencies found expression in social, economic, religious and educa tional enterprises. Education and co-operation were at times cotermi nous, woven into interconnected webs of working-class activity. The
Manchester and Salford Equitable Co-operative Society was estab lished in 1858 by the Roby Brotherhood. They had been members of the Roby Sunday School who formed themselves into a mutual improvement society and essay class helped by 'the kindness and co-operation of well disposed friends'. However, they wanted 'something tangible' and followed others in subscribing pound shares to form a co-operative. The Tame Street Institute and Phonetic Sunday School followed suit by dissolving itself in 1859 and joined the store, en masse, presenting its library, tables and tea service. But members were angered by the fact that the society was unable to register its rules with the Registrar of Friendly Societies because it proposed to devote a percentage of profits to education, a provision which had been left out of the Industrial and Provident Societies Act of 1852. Following amendments to the Friendly Societies Act of 1855, co-operative education became a bone of contention with Tidd Pratt, the Registrar of Friendly Societies, who refused to accept educational aims.12 These legal wranglings illustrate how co-operative education, from its inception, was intertwined with the regulatory role of the state.
The Manchester situation appeared to be particularly unfair as the Rochdale Pioneers, established in 1844, had successfully devoted 2.5% of their surplus to educational purposes. Te n per cent had been proposed but this had also been disallowed by the Registrar.
Co-operators had to wait until the 1862 Industrial and Provident Societies Act, when provision for education once again became permis sible. Despite legal obstacles, the Pioneers were tenacious in their commitment to education and, by 1875, had a library of some 11,000 volumes, a full-time librarian and eleven reading rooms and laborato ries. 13 Education was closely tied into wider social aspirations; an original object of the Rochdale Pioneers was to 're-arrange the powers of production, distribution, education, and government, or in other words to establish a self-supporting home colony of united interests' .14 During these early years of consumer co-operation, it is possible to gain glimpses into a learnt associational identity which had developed from a shared cultural and class background. Co-operatives developed through aggregated ownership, personal sacrifice and a determination to improve economic security. The experience gave rise to a corporate feeling which rapidly became apparent to a stonemason building a co operative store in a mining district: most of the miners had shares in a local Co-operative Society ... they came and sat, crouched on their heels, all over the building. As they were really, though indirectly, our employers, they were tolerated, although sometimes they were sadly in the way . . . I have never heard politics discussed with more force and directness than among these men ... Their debates, couched in the very plainest English, were interesting to follow, and differed totally from the vague generalities and hackneyed phrases heard when an MP addresses a meeting of working men. All this struck me because, in our own trade, politics, as a rule, were left to so-called 'cranks' ... The new building was on the roadside, and soon became the Trafalgar Square where everything was discussed ... those miners ... seemed to me to have reached the high water mark of industrial prosperity; the most striking thing about them was the fact that they had gained their advantages by organisation. 15 As an outsider, the stonemason attested to the way in which co-operative ownership extended out into a sense of entitlement, control and engagement with political forces. Co-operation not only reflected wider social formations but, in addition, represented a structured articulation and further development of work and community-based identities. George Jacob Holyoake, an Owenite, free thinker and historian of the movement, would call this the 'spirit of association' or 'social education' to 'prepare members for companionship'. He realised that it gave co-operative education a characteristic purpose; co-operators did not require classical, scientific, and historical knowledge in order to sell oatmeal and candles ... Education is not co-operative, because it is given by co-operators to co-operators, unless it is conducive to the formation of the co-operative mind. 16 The interconnection between ownership, learning and common identity was to be an enduring theme in the history of the movement.
The very buildings which housed co-operative activity could inspire awe and pride. A Bury co-operator described his feelings on entering Mercer, speaking at the Lytham summer school for co-operators in 1917, stressed that co-operation must be a deeply religious movement and a living faith ... co-operation was a life to be lived as well as a new order to be established ... if civil isation was to endure, society must be organised, and unless co-operators were prepared to apply their principles in the great work of social reorganisation he feared that it would be reconstructed from above, and that free institutions would disappear ... The laws of God and the laws of wise economy were one, and co-operators believed that by discovering and applying those laws they would at last be able to establish the new Utopia, the splendid city of God ... co-operation ... became a splendid crusade, a high adventure, a holy religionY
Mercer blended religious belief with co-operative and educational ideas which animated the bricks and mortar of co-operative expansion: the interconnection between vision and materiality was inherent in the co-operative educational project.
Growth through knowledge
Nineteenth-century co-operators were imbued with a strong sense of history and progress. This was complemented by an enlightenment faith that the simple distribution of knowledge could have quite transcendental effects. Again, 'knowledge' was viewed in both spiritual and physical terms. Books and lectures with the correct message needed simply be spread among the people in order to transform society. This demand for knowledge was met through the proliferation of co-operative libraries, journals and newspapers which appeared both locally and nationally and became established features of the co-operative landscape by the late nineteenth century.
Whilst knowledge was to be distributed like tea and flour, a typical co-operative metaphor, its effects could be far-reaching. Holyoake himself favoured 'that old propagandist feeling' to counteract 'this sordid side of materialism .. . we ought to make it a condition that every member should take a periodical which his society should supply to him along with his butter and cheese'. 22 This was not merely a fanciful aspiration and there were many concrete examples of the ways in which knowledge had a direct impact. For example, Holyoake's own Self-Help, A History of the Rochdale Pioneers (1857) was a highly influential text, perhaps the most significant co-operative tract ever written in the UK. By charting the history of the Pioneers, it offered an accessible model which could be copied and so facilitated the estab lishment and growth of co-operative societies. Holyoake's book had a tremendous impact at the York Equitable Industrial Society, where
Chas Ernest recorded that the text came amongst them as a revelation. The lamp of faith which had been glimmering for years, at once became full and bright. It was a message of inspiration. It even caused many old deserters to give themselves up ... caused ... many societies to spring into existence.23
Through shared readings and group learning, co-operators helped to alleviate issues of literacy. Examples from the text were given in meetings which helped to win over the doubters and thus increased a sense of corporate identity. Knowledge was shared in a social context and co-operative education helped to facilitate this communication;
the Prestwich Co-operative Society held a 'discussion and essay class' where everyone 'should read and speak on his feet, and thus improve them in the art of thinking in that posture '. 24 However, the focus upon knowledge could lead to a seriousness that excluded others. Establishing successful societies was one stage in development; broadening their appeal to a larger group of members was another. Te nsions would arise that centred on class and gender which, at times, appeared to undermine the ostensible focus upon times have changed; for whereas the meetings used to be of a few working men, who sought for knowledge and instruction -now the meetings are large to excess, composed principally of women, babies, children and youths of both sexes, tempted to come by a richly got-up tea, and lots of ham sandwiches, tarts and spice cakes, and very little plain bread and butter ... To teach, to learn, to sympathise, and to instruct used to be the object and principle of the meeting; but now these are decidedly secondary, and the music, singing, and buffoonery are the principle attractions . . . as the meetings become more popular their utility declines ... I protest against the prevalence of mere sensual indul gences, under the name of co-operative meetings. 26 These criticisms reflected a puritan fear of sensuality and unstruc tured social occasions at a time when early editions of the Co operative News would warn about 'comic ribaldry' replacing 'elevating music' _27 In the process of incorporating 'women and children', distinctions between 'high' and 'low', quality and popular became more common. This was a complex picture with local societies often at variance with stated aims and congress presentations, just as respectability could be a strategy adopted at appropriate moments and the moral qualities necessary to the economic success of co-operative undertakings are also those on which the growth of true civilization depends -they are patience, foresight, care, self-control, mutual forbear ance, willingness to sacrifice individual claims to the good of the whole. 30 The meaning of these words could vary considerably across class divides. For example, one liberal politician argued that co-operation taught the virtues of capital and served as 'a great preservative against strikes'.31 By contrast, co-operators were certainly alert to the ways in which capital could be utilised for emancipation and they read their own messages into this shared script. As a result, latent but significant class differences in relation to education can be identified, which simmered within mid to late Victorian Britain. Manchester who would make a success of it rather than gentlemen in London. 35 Such spatial distinctions were a further feature of these debates given that many successful societies were located in the North .
Holyoake harboured fears about materialism but realised that, for many middle-class men, the movement offered opportunities for engaging with the 'problem' of the working class. While he was supportive of Christian socialists, they represented temporary partici pants who were only able to connect with working-class people through the conduit of the movement:
There were gentlemen ... who could never have been interested in the welfare of the working classes in the way they had, but for the rise of Co-operation, which enlisted their sympathies, and on which they had bestowed a large amount of attention '.36 In time, the co-operators would afford more permanent spaces where such tensions were expressed. The widening opposition between 'materialist' and 'theoretical' tendencies were to be stoked up further The old definitions are no longer accepted, that the 'social' student is concerned with ends and the 'technical' student with means. Both are concerned with ends and means; and 'technical' studies can be the oppor tunity of educating that familiar figure in educational addresses 'the whole man'. 49 The manifest need to 'train' co-operators encompassed wider educa Extending co-operative education to ever-wider audiences proved difficult amid restrictive expectations that permeated the movement, particularly in relation to women. From 1883, the Women's Co-operative Guild would actively challenge these limiting assump tions while also campaigning in wider society. In addition, the very success of the movement led to a tension between self-help and structure that became embedded within the co-operative educational project. The rapid growth of the co-operative movement went hand-in hand with the institutionalisation of personal relationships resulting in structures which might both enable and inhibit further creativity.
Increasing formality and organisation was necessary to handle the burgeoning activity but, in turn, could weaken common feelings and activism which had invigorated early societies. The difficulties that arose related to a further dilemma between supporting general educa tional advances and providing a distinctive co-operative education.
Co-operators found it necessary to engage with wider political, economic and educational developments in order to avoid insularity and ensure that their message was propagated. Yet, in the process of engaging with these social institutions, where different assumptions prevailed, the co-operative message could, in the long term, become subdued.
To day, the re-configuration of wider social and economic forces has created spaces which co-operatives have begun to inhabit. In this new context, both changes and continuities with the past can be identified.
For example, the potential for influencing mainstream compulsory education through 'co-operative schools',54 and the widening scope of the Co-operative College, will necessarily involve both an extension and a dilution of co-operative education. The challenge to maintain and extend co-operative values while fostering broader growth will be a contradictory but necessary process which builds on deep historical roots. Re-discovering the historical depth and range of co-operative education may offer resources for the potential futures inherent in these new developments.
